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was a shy barrister of delicate health, gifted with a mind like
a sword and a nerve like steel^asked to perform such a role?
It is indeed a melancholy and tangled history, this oft-told-
tale, and neither English political party can emerge with
credit from the shifting sands of intrigue which resulted first
from Parnell's relentless extra-Parliamentary pressure on the
majority Liberal Government and then from his direct Par-
liamentary bargaining with each party in turn, after he had
acquired in 1885 the balance* of power. The web was at once
cut by the unequivocal decision in favour of the. Union by
the Conservative Government in December 1885, after an
indecisive General Election. One party at least had shown
its hand, and Mr. Gladstone was to follow almost at once
with an equally clear declaration for separation.
Mr, Gladstone's land legislation in the 'seventies had not
cured the state of Ireland ; a succession of bad crops had
made the rents irrecoverable ; notices to quit created havoc
everywhere ; and special methods under the Peace Preser-
vation Act had to be used to keep the country free from the
worse kind of lawlessness ; legitimate grievances against the
system of land tenure and the land hunger of the peasants
had become intermingled with and were exploited by the
political movement which claimed Home; Rule as a solu-
tion for all the ills of Ireland ; and a third factor, the criminal
element, which always seeks its own loathsome profit where
the law is difficult to uphold, was their potent, if unwelcome,
ally. Nevertheless, in 1880* Home Rule was not yet a prac-
tical proposition., and when Beaconsfiekl decided on a dis-
solution he wrote to his Irish Viceroy that u all men of light
and leading will resist the destructive doctrine of the sever-
ance of the constitutional tic which unites Ireland to Great
Britain in that bond which has favoured the power and
prosperity of both." Meanwhile, neither a bare mention of
Home Rule nor even a promise to amend the Land Laws
was found in Gladstone's Midlothian address.
^ But Lord Beaconsfield's sun had set for ever: the new Par-
liament comprised 349 Liberals, 243 Conservatives, and 60
Home Rulers : the Liberals had thus a comfortable majority
over all parties. Mr. W. E. Forster, a man of light and leading,